A charter cannot transform library and information services without political champions, public pressure, norms and standards, legislation, and a transformed mind-set.
The National Department of Arts and Culture, in collaboration with the National Council for Library and Information Services (NCLIS), in 2008 tasked a team of library professionals, academics, and policy development experts to develop a Library Transformation Charter (LTC). The charter process has its source in the idea of participatory development in policy formulation, enacted in the South African Constitution (Act no. 108 of 1996). The rationale is that the views of members of the public should inform decisions that will affect their lives. As a result, there are already charters for the Petroleum and Liquid Fuels Industry, the Mining sector, and the Heritage sector, among others.
In this spirit, and through a consultative process with the public, the LIS sector, and other stakeholders, the LTC would address unevenness in distribution and quality, envisioning a transformed LIS landscape. Unevenness across the country's libraries is not just about geographical distribution. It includes levels of funding, quality of service, degree of IT support, the qualifications of LIS professionals, and so forth.
The writers of the LTC recognized the "protocols and patterns of investigation of other sector-specific charters produced by the government", but shaped this charter to suit the special features of the LIS sector (The Library and Information Services Transformation Charter, 2009: 11).
Their assignment was to define the key challenges facing the LIS sector and to provide a framework that would help to eliminate illiteracy, eradicate inequality in the sector, promote social cohesion, and build an informed and reading nation (Nkondo 2011 The same quality of commitment is absent today at these tiers of government. NCLIS, which is appointed to advise the Minister of Arts and Culture, struggles for an audience with the minister. And the likelihood that all advisory councils may be restructured in the future will widen the gap between the LIS sector and the political levers of transformation. The LTC becomes especially crucial in these circumstances through its calls for norms and standards, and for new legislation. The need for norms and standards is felt most acutely in the school library sub-sector, where more than 90% of public schools have no libraries.
Only sustained public and media pressure on the Minister of Basic Education, who is responsible for the country's public schools, resulted in the publication of regulations on norms and standards in November 2013. Among other things, the regulations require a specific focus on the norms and standards relating to libraries, and these norms and standards "must be implemented within ten years from the date of publication of the regulations" (Regulations relating to minimum uniform norms and standards for public school infrastructure, 2013).
This gives cause for celebration, but what South African library professionals should now do is to exercise a social responsibility obligation that connects school library improvements with other urgent school problems. "Almost 2,500 [public schools] have no water supply, 46% still use pit latrines and 913 have no toilets at all" (Phakathi, 2013) . These facts necessitate a spirit of collaboration by librarians with social movements that pressure government for access to basic public education services. It is this transformed mind-set that the LTC expects will achieve sensitivity to wider socio-economic contexts of LIS in South Africa. This legislation will go a long way to redress imbalances, to establish the proper assignment of functions, and to reverse the under-prioritization of a funded mandate.
It will phase out conditional grants that are still necessary to fund public library services, and when the norms and standards for school libraries are implemented relations between these sub-sectors will gradually normalize. The transformation of library and information services cannot rely on a charter alone, but charting transformation together will bring success.
